This book is the first of a three-volume publication and is the result of a 2005 symposium focusing on the 400-year history of the medical faculty of the Hessian town of Giessen in Germany. The dual focus of the seventeen contributions to this initial volume is both on medicine as a work and research discipline in a small university town, and on life within (and with) the institution itself, from its inception in 1607 to the times of the Weimar Republic.

In chapters dealing with matters as diverse as the establishment of a maternity house, the importance of the Giessen model of veterinary medicine within the medical faculty and the acquisition of purpose-built edifices to embrace modern anatomy and practical physiology, the authors examine and illustrate the seemingly unstoppable rise of the Giessen medical faculty. Despite its humble beginnings, it is shown that progress in the medical faculty, though often slowed, was never halted by the university's overall preference for matters of theology and jurisprudence over medicine, demonstrating instead how groundbreaking this small university could be in the development of education and practice in very disparate areas of medicine. The rise of its importance culminates with the description of the city's establishment of a dedicated clinical quarter, in which the much-enlarged medical faculty could fully unfold.

Even as the investigation of such aspects as examination rules at the university provides a reflection of the wider trends in medical education, politics and medical professionalization of the time, the human perspective is not neglected. While early leading figures---such as Gregor Horst (1578--1636), instrumental in shaping the fledgling faculty's direction---sunk into historical obscurity despite their extensive work in the field of medicine, the example of Michael Bernhard Valentini (1657--1729) illustrates how a small seventeenth-century university "on the periphery" could nevertheless eschew provincialism, being populated by remarkably worldly researchers whose extensive curiosity contributed to the scientific and medical debates of their time. Later echoes of this early worldliness can be found in the chapter dealing with the twentieth-century German "plague expeditions".

On the flipside, as if to counterbalance too much effusive optimism and positivity, the reader is treated to a vivid vignette of the renowned dramatist (and reluctant medical student) Georg Büchner's (1813--1837) miserable Giessen-experience. Further interesting and contrasting shadows are cast by the description of medicine's "crisis" in the 1920s through the prism of the physician and medical historian Georg Honigmann (1863--1930) as well as through the examination of the emergence of mental hygiene, along with the rise of such concepts as degeneration and eugenics, through the work of Robert Sommer (1864--1937) and Emil Gotschlich (1870--1949).

Overall, it can be said that the authors approach the subject from such manifold angles and perspectives that the result is a truly comprehensive account of the workings of an institution through time. The effective use of biographical vignettes, drawn from the ranks of both faculty and students over several centuries, successfully conveys a real insider's perspective into the life behind the faculty walls. Further approaches, ranging from straightforward chronology to contextual socio-political examinations, refocus the reader's metaphorical lens, drawing away from the individual and details, instead providing tantalizing apertures into the history not only of the institution, but also the much wider issues of medical education, currents of professionalization, scientific developments and even expeditionary medical research from a German perspective over a period of several centuries.

Jubilee publications are always curious beasts, and often the result of such projects can prove problematic, their core subject matter, the history of a single institution, being of interest mostly to a limited demographic of alumni, supporters and specialist historians. Drawing such projects out into trilogies can pose a very real risk of the end product deteriorating into an exhaustive vanity publication. Thankfully, the combination of scrupulous authorship by established historians and a clear idea of the desired outcome enables this book to buck such a trend.
